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If the war was inevitable, it could not have come at a more
fortunate moment for Britain. Firstly, the fleet had just been
engaged in manoeuvres, and was therefore already on a war-
footing. Secondly, the day after the Declaration of War was a
Bank Holiday, and by keeping the banks closed for the next two
days the Government was able to avert the danger of a financial
panic. By the Thursday the Treasury had printed Notes, and
Parliament had passed a law making these Notes legal currency
instead of gold. Thirdly, Lord Kitchener happened to be at
home on leave, and by promptly making him Secretary for War
the Government gained the support of his great reputation for
strength and efficiency. People had rather a shock when he
prophesied that the war would last at least three years ; but the
response to his call for volunteers to form a new army was over-
whelming.
Meanwhile the British Expeditionary Force had been swiftly
and silently transported across the Channel to take up a position
on the left of the French line. Unfortunately it had not been
realised how wide the German sweep through Belgium would
be, or what vast numbers would be employed in it. The whole
left wing of the Allied forces had to retire precipitately lest it
should be enveloped. An alleged German Army Order referring
to " the contemptible little British army " coined an expression
which became a title of honour, for the Retreat from Mons,
carried out in perfect order amid great difficulties, was a finer
military exploit than many a glorious victory.
The Allies turned at bay at the Marne, and drove the enemy
back to the Aisne. There they dug themselves in, and soon
there was a continuous line of trenches from the Swiss frontier
to the English Channel. During the rest of 1914 the Germans
made determined efforts to gain the Channel ports, which the
British used as their bases. In the long-drawn-out defence of
Ypres the old British army was almost destroyed; but by this
time reserves were ready to step into the breach.
Meanwhile the Russians had tried to relieve the pressure on
France by attacking East Prussia ; but they were swept back by